I
n the countries of the European Community, poverty has returned to the political agenda. For some countries -Germany, for example -the 1980's have seen the first extensive acknowledgement of poverty since the immediate post-war years. In others -for example, the United Kingdom -it is the scale of poverty that is new. What is common to these various societies is a fear that the loss of full employment will deny to major sections of the population the opportunity to secure their livelihood through work; and, at the same time, a concern at the consequences for the social fabric of large numbers of people becoming dependent upon public relief.
Political debate -in a number of the Continental countries in particular -has been making increasing reference to the "new poor". The new poor are said to be characterised by their unexpected fall from the protection of the social security systems of which the Europeans are so proud; by the suddenness of their descent from comfort and security into poverty; and by their inability to cope with their misfortune, as witness their debts and their lack of skill in "using" the systems of public relief (which the "traditional poor" are supposedly good at exploiting).
These concerns are by no means new, however. One hundred and fifty years ago, the French political philosopher de Tocqueville surveyed the new forms of poverty which were emerging in the Europe of his time. 1 Writing in 1835, he compared the most advanced society of his time, England, with countries such as Portugal and Spain and he made a remarkable observation. Put simply, de Tocqueville asserted that it is only in rich countries that you find poor people.
Expressed more elaborately, de Tocqueville was making two points which go to the heart of the current debates.
De Tocqueville pointed out, first of all, that sudden changes in the international economy and in the demand for industrial products can, without warning, deprive large numbers of workers and their families of their means of livelihood. Indeed, as the pace of economic development accelerates, so also will the vulnerability of these workers increase. This vulnerability, which de Tocqueville cited as a principle cause of poverty in the first industrial revolution, has increased markedly during the equally dramatic transformations which are taking place in the industrial structures of today. There has during the last fifteen years been a sharp increase in the proportion of the poor who are unemployed: in the United Kingdom, for example, the proportion of low income families where the head was unemployed rose from 7.1% in 1979 to 19.7% in 1983 (where "low incomes" are defined as incomes below the supplementary benefit -i. e. social assistance -level). In Belgium, the proportion of the unemployed among the 20 % of households with the lowest incomes doubled between 1976 and 1985. At the same time, there is evidence of the increasing significance of low paid jobs among the population of the poor. Moreover, although the risk of poverty among the elderly has declined in most countries, principally as a result of improved pension schemes, these schemes in general remain centred upon the past contribution records of the elderly; the long-term unemployed of today will, when they retire, lack the full contribution records of today's elderly; the elderly are then likely to return to the forefront among the population of the poor.
De Tocqueville considered that the inhabitants of the less industrialised countries, such as Spain and Portugal, were much less vulnerable to this insecurity. As a result, he asserted, "the countries appearing to be most impoverished are those which in reality account for the fewest indigents". However, there is little evidence that the southern countries are today as protected from the impoverishing effects of economic and industrial change as de Tocqueville appeared to think. The patterns of poverty and inequality within the less advanced countries of southern Europe are closely dependent on the economic progress of their richer neighbours; and the completion of the internal market within the Community in 1992 will only emphasise this interrelationship.
Pressure on Social Assistance
Secondly, de Tocqueville was struck by the fact that, in England at least, this distress was being dealt with by the extensive use of public charity. He gave two warnings: first, public charity on this scale would become an intolerable burden on those at work; and secondly, it would destroy the incentive to work on the part of the growing body of paupers, creating what would nowadays be called a culture of "welfare dependency". If de Tocqueville were alive today, he would find some of his worst fears confirmed. In the northern countries increasing numbers of the population have used up their entitlement to insurance benefits and are resorting to social assistance: since the early 1970's the population of social assistance recipients has more than doubled in countries such as Belgium, Germany and the Netherlands. These benefits, the more they multiply, can produce marginal tax rates where there is little financial incentive to take a job. Recipients are, in other words, imprisoned in a poverty trap of welfare dependency. Systems of social assistance are being made to bear a burden which is unprecedented during the post-war period; and in many countries this burden falls, in particular, on the local municipalities. In face of this increasing pressure on public charity some governments are imposing more restrictive conditions on eligibility; but whether this resolves or merely transforms the problem is debatable. This reference to de Tocqueville reminds us that it is not new for successive transformation of the economy to jettison fresh groups of the population to join the ranks of the poor. However, as far as the post-war period is concerned, what is new about the 1980's is the widening of the range of the population which is subject to this economic insecurity. Added to this are insecurities which result from the transformation of the family: transformations, that is, in the system of reproduction; in particular, the growing numbers of single parent families and their vulnerability to poverty. Our social security systems seem to be incapable of coping with these two sources of insecurity in the systems of production and reproduction; and we are forced to confront de Tocqueville's question: how to provide support to a growing population of poor.
We should, incidentally, recognise that these changes are not peculiar to our own continent. In the United States of America, similar changes are evident in the poverty population. The elderly form a declining proportion of the latter, while unemployment and insecure employment are of increasing significance as causes of poverty. The number of single parent families in poverty has also been increasing: they grew from 25 % of the poor population in 1967 to more than 43 % in 1985. 2 A majority of poor households which contain children are now headed by women. 3 To some considerable extent therefore we are here discussing a problem of the First World, not just a problem of the European Community.
Relative vs. Absolute Poverty
But perhaps these modern forms of poverty are not so serious after all. It is sometimes assumed that, at least in the northern countries, poverty takes a rather mild and subjective form. After aft, much of the conceptual debate in those countries has been concerned with relative
